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The Seattle-based Alliance for Education recently asked the National Council on Teacher Quality 
(NCTQ) to review the newly negotiated collective bargaining agreement for teachers in Seattle. 
This analysis comes one year after NCTQ released a study looking at the human capital policies 
in the city's schools, focusing largely on ways to improve teacher work rules. What we have 
seen in the year since is promising. In fact, the new contract makes a number of significant 
improvements, which is especially noteworthy given the constraints of state laws and 
regulations. 

Together with the Seattle Education Association, the school district negotiated a labor 
agreement that gives district schools, particularly the lowest performing, more autonomy over 
building their staffs and prioritizes the role of student learning in evaluating teachers. Other 
improvements, such as added planning time for collaborating with other teachers, also 
represent strong progress. 1 

This analysis focuses on the two most significant improvements in the labor agreement: 

1) Improving teacher evaluations and, therefore, holding teachers accountable for their 
performance 

2) Giving principals the authority to select their staffs 



Highlights of key policy changes 
I. Making teacher evaluations meaningful 

Context: Traditionally, teacher evaluations have been treated as formalities, rather than as 
important tools for rewarding good teachers, helping average teachers to improve and holding 
weak teachers accountable for poor performance. 

Teachers who receive a negative evaluation should be given help and guidance on how to 
improve instruction. These improvement plans should focus on performance areas that connect 
directly to student learning and should outline deficiencies, specific actions that will address 
these deficiencies and how progress will be measured. Limiting the length of remediation 

1 Elementary teachers have an additional hour of planning time each week, to be used collaboratively with their 
colleagues. With this additional time, elementary teachers in Seattle no longer have the lowest amount of planning 
time for teachers among the surrounding school districts. Overall, the average workday increases by 12 minutes 
(to 7 hours, 12 minutes) but is still the shortest among the surrounding districts. 
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ensures that student interests are paramount. A teacher who is rated "unsatisfactory" at the 
beginning of the school year, and who does not improve sufficiently after being placed on an 
improvement plan, should be dismissed, whether tenured or not. 

Prior contract (2009-10): Until the new contract was ratified, the evaluation instrument used 
by Seattle had been structured to allow teachers to earn a satisfactory rating without any 
evidence of sufficiently advancing student learning. Teachers only had to make a "good faith 
effort" to earn a satisfactory rating. While the contract also stated that teachers were to set 
goals for student achievement, in practice, teachers rarely did so, and principals largely did not 
enforce this policy. Furthermore, there was a "firewall" preventing a teacher's goals from 
shaping the outcome of the evaluation. 

Given the inattention to evaluation, it was not surprising to find that few teachers were 
identified as poor performers. Other times, poor performing teachers would agree to transfer 
to another school in the district in exchange for a satisfactory evaluation, or no evaluation at all. 

On the flip side, high performing teachers were neither recognized nor rewarded. 

New contract (2010-13): Rightfully, Seattle has revamped its teacher-evaluation system. The 
new approach combines objective and subjective measures of teacher effectiveness. The use of 
value-added growth data will be the key ingredient to the system's success. 

High-performing teachers will now be able to stay in the classroom, assume leadership roles 
and earn higher salaries. The new contract also better articulates support that is to be provided 
to struggling teachers and a clearer path to dismiss those who fail to improve. Commendably, 
these changes exceed the reforms passed by the Washington state legislature in its effort to 
compete in the federal grant competition Race to the Top . 2 

Here is a more in-depth look at the two key improvements in Seattle's evaluation policies: 

Value-added data. The use of value-added data will assess teacher performance (as 
measured by student growth) as it compares to one's peers. This is the first time 
objective data will be used to assess teacher performance. 

Teachers will receive an overall rating based on a two-year rolling average of student 
growth. Ratings for elementary teachers will be based on the average student 
performance on district and state math and reading tests. Ratings for middle and high 
school teachers will only be available for teachers of English and mathematics. The 
district plans to expand testing to other subject areas over the next several years, in 
order to have standards-based assessments for all core subjects and apply standards- 
based measures to non-core subjects, such as physical and career-technical education. 



2 http://apps.leg.wa.gov/documents/billdocs/2009-10/Pdf/Bills/Session%20Law%20201Q/6696-S2.SL.pdf 
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Backed by a grant from the federal Teacher Incentive Fund, the district plans to develop 
its first additional test for science. 

Any overall growth rating below 35 (on a scale of 100) will indicate that the teacher's 
students (based on results from all assessments for which the teacher is held 
accountable over two years) performed below the range of typical growth when 
compared to their academic peers. 

The contract stipulates that, at the beginning of each school year, teachers with low 
growth scores from the previous two years will be provided with additional support, 
including: observations, monthly conferences with their principals, access to a $500 
fund for professional development and, if requested, a full-fledged support plan. 

If the teacher does not then improve by December 15, depending on the principal's 
discretion, he may be placed, involuntarily, on either a support plan or a more intensive 
"performance improvement plan." The latter equates with being put on probation and is 
the first formal step in initiating a teacher's dismissal. 

It is important to note that the value-added component is not immediate but will be 
phased in over the next three years. For the current 2010-11 school year only math and 
English Language Arts in grades 4-8 who are also in their first four years of teaching, new 
to the district and or at level one schools will participate in the system. Additionally, 
individual staff members and whole schools (with a 2/3 faculty vote) elsewhere may 
also opt in. In the 2011-12 school year the program expands to teachers at all level two 
schools. In the 2012-13 school year the program expands district wide for teachers at all 
schools. 

Observation. The district has redesigned its teacher-observation instrument, basing it 
on the Charlotte Danielson framework. Principals observe teachers and assess 
performance in four areas: Planning and Preparation; Classroom Environment; 
Instruction; and Professional Responsibility. Teacher performance is no longer rated as 
either satisfactory or unsatisfactory, but now is distinguished among four performance 
tiers: Unsatisfactory, Basic, Proficient and, at the top. Innovative. 

Teachers whose performance is rated unsatisfactory will be placed automatically on a 
performance improvement plan. Teachers whose performance is rated basic will be 
placed on a support plan which may lead to placement on a more intense support 
structure and probation, if there is no improvement. 

Additionally, Seattle has made some changes to its teacher-goal-setting policies. In the new 
contract, all teachers (not just tenured, as was previously the policy) are now required to 
establish student-performance goals subject to principal approval. Teachers will also be 
assessed on the quality of those goals as well as progress in meeting them. Principals are 
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